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 Hello, I’m Anushka Ravishankar and I write books for children.  I’m actually 

beginning to wish I had one writer here who wrote stories with morals because he is 

going to say the same thing pretty much.  I was struck by what Kaushik said that he 

came to writing for children by accident because I just recently heard another children’s 

writer who said exactly the same thing.  She said you know I actually wanted to write 

for adults but then I wrote one book for children, it was quite popular and so I wrote 

another and so I kind of stumbled into writing for children.  It seems to be quite a 

common thing and I’m not surprised because though I didn’t come into it by accident; 

I chose to write for kids.  But I remember this time, it was a party and they had invited 

all the authors and I had written for their children in print.  So I was sitting next to 

this old man and he was sitting quietly for a while and he asked me, are you also an 

author?  So I said yes I write books for children, so he looked at me with sympathy and 

said, doesn’t matter, that’s also very creative.  So that’s the kind of thing we get as chil-

dren’s authors.  I’m not surprised that people would prefer to write for adults.  The topic 

that Raja asked me to speak about, which I have spoken about or written about many 

times; so those of you, who have heard or read this, please forgive me for repeating 

myself.  But I’d like to talk about the need for frivolity in children’s literature. Because 



especially in India, books are valued because they teach you things, they are either in-

formed or they improve the child.  So the child is like this, we’ve all been speaking about 

this today, the child is like this empty pot into which we pour the waters of knowledge 

and I bet children hate it.  Didacticism has been the way the way children’s books have 

been in India since the longest time.  Either you have moral of the story or then you 

somehow manage to give information to the child because what is the child reading 

a book for? Only to gain information or get better at English or to get better at science 

or whatever.  And we see this in books we sell or the books that sell well, top sellers are 

always the books; the encyclopedias and the general knowledge books and you know 

activity books come next and then there are the folk tales and the myths and folk tales 

also do fairly well because they are teaching culture you see, they are teaching Indian 

culture to our children.  What suffers in the process is good contemporary literature for 

children.  We just don’t find good stories for children which are about them, set in their 

times and telling them just fun stories.  And those are the books that sell the least.  I’m 

saying this from my experience, from my work at Scholastic because I actually see those 

sales figures coming in from schools.  The good news is that this is changing, there are 

lots of good children’s authors now, Kaushik here for instance writes really funny, inter-

esting, bizarre stories for children.  There is Samit Basu, there’s Sampoorna Chatterjee, 

there are lots of good writers now who are writing great and funny books for children.  

But still there is this hierarchy and here is this feeling that a book is valuable only if it 

teaches something or improves the child in some way.  Which is a pity, but it’s not just 

India but when Dr. Seuss wrote his first book, it was called And to Think That I Saw It on 

Mulberry Street! anyone read that book?  That book was about this boy who was always 

telling tales, so his father has told him to never tell tales.  And he is very upset with him 

for telling lies and stuff.  So this boy is coming home from school one day and he sees a 

horse and a cart on Mulberry Street and he is not supposed to tell tales, but as he walks 

on this horse and cart become bigger and bigger.  And by the time he reaches home it 

becomes practically a circus.  So And to Think That I Saw It on Mulberry Street! is what 

he tells his father.  When this book first came out, it was rejected by every publisher 

because they felt that it didn’t have a moral, it didn’t teach any good values to the chil-

dren and in fact this is what the editors wrote back to him to say that this book is not a 

good book for children because it’s not teaching them good values.  But then a friend of 

his helped him publish it and the rest is history.  Dr. Seuss has gone on to become one of 

the most loved children’s authors in the world.  But in India it’s all about teaching, it’s 

all about learning.  If nothing else it should at least improve the child’s vocabulary.  As 



a result, what happens is that in picture books are kind of looked down upon because 

they don’t have enough words.  So a book is valued in terms of the number of words it 

carries.  Which is ridiculous.  Luckily, we are here among people who understand the 

visual.  But I have had an experience where my friend refused to buy Tiger on a Tree 

which was my first book which had very few words, like just three words a page.  She 

said this is in so few words, I’m not buying this book.  So she went and bought a book 

with lots of words in it because she said that it would keep her child occupied for longer.  

The problem is that children don’t just look at the pictures, I think as adults especially 

non visual adults; adults who have become word people, we tend to just look at the 

pictures in a very superficial way.  But children, if you watch a child reading a picture 

book, the child really reads pictures, sees all kinds of things in the picture that an adult 

would miss.  

 I remember once talking to my daughter who is now 24, when she was around 

19, she was telling me about a book that she read as a kid and it was just a regular story 

book, it wasn’t a picture book but it had these really nice, very intricate black and white 

illustrations in it and I remember her describing those pictures to me and I was amazed 

because I wouldn’t have thought as a child; she is not a very visual person, she is very 

much a word person.  But she remembered those pictures in such detail which made me 

realize once again that children really look at pictures in a different way than adults do.  

But you try to sell a picture book in India and Shobha at Karadi Tales will also agree 

that it’s extremely difficult because people want words for some reason.  Like if you’ve 

read Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are; I’m sure many of you have read that 

book.  It’s absolutely marvelous but again it you know lot of people opposed it when it 

first came out because they thought that they were you know very scary illustrations, 

the boy was really bad.  But then if you look at the illustrations, they kind of express 

that dangerous exhilaration of being bad more than words could.  And Maurice Sendak 

has written another book called Mermaids which is a pop-up book, which will never sell 

in India because it has only one word in it, mermaid, you know.  So that’s the kind of 

thing that we are up against as picture book writers I suppose.  

 We’ve been talking since morning about this whole business of didacticism and 

preaching to children and all that.  I guess people react in different ways like Patrick 

started a school and Jinan started on this journey of unlearning.  I guess my reaction to 

that has been to write nonsense.  Because I just felt children should have books which 

are just fun to read and which don’t mean anything and that’s the joy of nonsense.  It 



doesn’t mean anything, it challenges logic, it challenges language, it’s just there because 

it’s fun.  Again this is not something easy to do in India especially because though we 

do have a very rich tradition of folk nonsense, it’s not been recognized as a genre as 

it has in England with Lear and Carroll.  So what happens is I’m often up against the 

thing that “but what is it? why is the thing nonsense and why do you write it?”  I’m 

constantly being asked this question and I’m going to tell a small story and again if you 

all of heard it, please excuse me, but it’s just something that I can never forget.  I was 

travelling in a train once.  And you know how in trains you strike up a conversation 

with people who are sitting next to you and so there was this young man, I think he was 

newly married.  He asked me so what do you do, I said I write books for children.  So he 

said Oh, you write text books!  I said, not text books, so he said Oh story books?  I said 

not exactly but they are kind of nonsense and they don’t really make a lot of sense.  I 

showed him one of my books and he just couldn’t get it.  But what? why would you do 

that? but why are you writing this?  But it doesn’t mean anything, what is it supposed 

to do?  I said it doesn’t have to do anything, it’s just there because it’s fun to read and 

he thought about it and then finally he said ok! now I get it, you get children to enjoy 

reading so that then they can read real books.  So I said yes, alright that’s what it is.  So 

I’m now just going to read a few of my books.  So this is a book called, ‘Today is my day’ 

which has been illustrated marvelously by now I forget the name of the illustrator.  So 

it’s about this girl who wakes up one day and finds out that today is her day.  Should I 

read it out?  

Today is My Day

You can tell me to be good

And I’ll sincerely try

You can tell me to eat spinach

And I won’t blink an eye

You can tell me anything you want

And I’ll do as you say

But not today

No, not today

For Today is my day.



You can tell me in September

And I’ll lend a willing ear

You can tell me in December

Or the beginning of next year

You can tell me anytime you want

On any other day

But today!

No way.

Today strange things can happen

You’d better stay away

Today’s the day to let me be

For today is my day.

Rise and shine!

Yells daddy

Tooting like a bird.

Rise and shine! he hoots again

As if like I hadn’t heard.

I dig into my pillow

Mutter, Please, please not today

I want to sleep dear Daddy

Won’t you kindly go away!

Go away to Bangkok

Or Tokyo or Rangoon

And come back one hour later

Or better still at noon

But Daddy twitters, coos and sings

And he flaps his hands like wings

I think that if he flaps too much

He’ll surely start to fly

The next thing I know Daddy



Is high up in the sky!

Brush your teeth says Wila

With a big sisterly frown

Your teeth are really yellow

In fact they’re almost brown

If you want your teeth to shine

White and gleaming just like mine

Firstly, soak them for an hour

In some lemon that is sour

Then go outside and facing South

Stand for an hour with an open mouth

Just like a crocodile I think

And gave a sudden shout

For Wila’s nose I find has turned

Into a slimy snout

I told you, it’s true

Today’s a day to leave me alone

for you never know what I’ll do

“Milk! Milk!” booms Grandma

With a loud and friendly roar

She catches up with me just as

I’m sneaking out the door

“When I was a little girl”

She sighs with tearful eyes

My mother told me, darling child

Here is some sound advice

Always drink five cans of milk

An hour before sunrise

I’ve followed it for sixty years

Without a crib or fussle



So now you know the secret of 

My strong and solid muscle

I say to myself that so much milk

Can only be drunk by a cow

The moment I say it! I hear a loud moo!

Grandma is grazing now.

“I want you to find

What the answer would be

If you multiply eight ninety five by thee”

I give my math’s teacher

A sad, puzzled stare

She gives me a scold

She throws me a glare.

I’m confused, I’m befuddled

I want to know why

The answer is two thousand six eighty five

Why won’t she tell me

Or try to explain

She say, “Tala, Tala

You’re not listening again

I said it before, I said it three times

I said it in prose, I said it in rhyme

I told you to write it in cursive and print

I gave you four clues and a very broad hint”

The strangest thought suddenly 

Came to my mind

When my Math’s teacher’s cross

She’s a multiply sign.

I said so,  you know

Today it’s best to let me go

For you never know what’s in store



 

“Straight as a rod!”

Says my dance teacher

I wish he would make up his mind

For a moment later, “Your knees are not bent”

He yells in my ears from behind!

He pushes and pulls me

And twirls me about

“Move like a swan!”

He says with a shout

Then “still as a stone!

Don’t move! he goes

Rest on your heels

And stand on your toes!

Now look at my stance

Now watch me!” he cries

He shows me a pose

It looks very nice

He’s just like a statue

I think with a smile

He’ll be standing on there 

For quite a long while

“To bed! To bed!

My mother screams

Go to sleep and have some sweet dreams!”

How can she tell me to get up and go

When I am watching my favorite show!

Mummy, Mummy! I quietly explain

They’re about to jump from a burning train

Such moments are few

Such moments are rare

Such moments keep one glued to the chair

Such moments are not for going to bed



I tell her with a sad shake of my head

But my mother just wobbled

An old lullaby

In a voice that is thin

And piercing and high

As she sings on and on, I think with a shrug

If she were a TV I’d pull out the plug

Goodnight Mommy!

I lovingly cry

But my mother’s on TV, she does not reply

I keep telling you do

Today you should give up on me

Or you never know where you’ll go

But tomorrow

Tomorrow’s a different day

You can flare at me

And glare at me

And I’ll try not to fight

You can growl at me 

And scowl at me

Though it’s not a pretty sight

Everything can go back to

The normal daily way

Because tomorrow’s not my day

But today is my day!

 The reason I read this is because, it’s fairly subversive as you see and when I first 

wrote it, the publisher was slightly worried about how it would go down.  I don’t know 

how adults reacted but children seemed to really like it and you can see why.  Because it 

gives them control in a world that is so beyond their control.  So I think I will stop here.  

Thank you everyone.  

  


